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Stress

Why is Public Accounting Stressful?
Is it especially stressful for women?
By Linda Piccoli, James R. Emig, and Kenneth M. Hiltebeitel
Medical research has offered
rather conclusive evidence that
highly stressful occupations can be
detrimental to one’s health [Kelly
and Seiler, 1984]. Stress has been
associated with disorders of the
digestive, respiratory, and
circulatory systems that may result
in physical reactions that range
from a mild headache to serious
physical conditions such as ulcers
and heart disease. In addition to
physical reactions, there are a
number of psychological reactions
to stress such as depression,
avoidance of responsibility, and
dependence on alcohol or drugs.
There is no doubt that
occupational stress affects
professionals in such positions as
air traffic controller, firefighter,
and surgeon. Compared to these
professions, public accounting does
not appear to be highly stressful. A
close look at the causes of stress,
however, may confirm that public
accounting is a highly stressful
profession.
The purpose of this article is to
review some of the causes of stress
(stressors) in public accounting and
to examine those situations that
may be especially stressful to
women CPAs.
Definition of Stress

Stress has been defined as a state
which arises from an actual or
perceived demand/capability
imbalance in an individual’s vital
adjustment actions. This imbalance
is partially manifested by
nonspecific responses. It is
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generally conceded that stress
arises from the pain associated
with being in this state of
imbalance [Mikhail, 1981, p. 7].
For purposes of this article,
nonspecific responses are classified
as being either physiological or
psychological responses. The
physiological dimension involves a
whole series of changes in the body.
A stressful situation may result in a
hormonal release from the
pituitary gland that activates the
adrenal glands and ultimately
results in visible muscular tension

The
demand/capability
imbalance is usually
cited as the chief cause
of stress.
and anxiety. This, in turn, may
cause the digestive, circulatory,
and respiratory systems to react.
The brain may be overworked as it
attempts to monitor these bodily
reactions, resulting in hopeless
submission and the inability to
cope. The physiological changes
resulting from stress may lead to
headaches, ulcers, coronary heart
disease, and other serious diseases
[McCormick, 1984].
The psychological dimension of
stress results from the imbalance
between the actual or perceived

demands of a situation and the
actual or perceived capability
of the individual. In a work
environment, the individual’s
psychological balance is upset when
there is a gap between the
individual’s ability to do a job and
the demands of the job. An
individual will be under stress if
the ability is far greater than that
required to do a job, or if the job
is too demanding given the
individual’s particular abilities.
Therefore, stress results when
there is too much work, when there
is too little work, when the work is
too difficult, or when the work is
not challenging [McCormick, 1984].
Anxiety, apathy, depression,
fatigue, irritability, and
nervousness are all manifestations
of the psychological effects of
stress.
Stress is of great concern because
of the concealed or unexpected
harmful effects on an individual.
Not only does the individual suffer,
but the economy suffers as well.
Costs to the employee include
medical costs and lost earnings
while costs to the employer include
reduced worker productivity,
increased sick leave, increased
insurance premiums, payments for
early retirement, and a host of
other direct and hidden costs
[Paine, 1982, p. 100].
Work-Related Causes
of Stress

The demand/capability im
balance is usually cited as the chief
cause of stress. It is as likely to

occur when an individual’s ability
is greater than the individual’s
assignments as it is when the
reverse situation exists [Weick,
1983]. In addition to the
demand/capability imbalance,
there are other stressors that may
occur in the work place. A number
of situations in public accounting
may result in stress regardless of
gender. The sidebar on page 12
lists some of these situations.
Environmental factors can result
in stress, and numerous examples
can be cited as possible causes of
stress in public accounting. Stress
starts early on for the accounting
professional. The college senior is
well aware of the up-or-out
proposition that many of the large
firms follow. In addition, the need
to travel extensively, the need to
pass the CPA examination, and the
need for continuing professional
education is well documented.
These situations may create stress
even before the first day on the job.
Changes in the work environment
and organizational changes have
also been cited as causes of stress
[Lyall, 1984]. Accounting and
auditing standards are continually
being issued and revised. In
addition, tax laws are changing
drastically, and there is a need to
be familiar with the use of

microcomputers and a host of new
software programs. Increasingly,
organizational changes in CPA
firms are occurring as a result of
mergers. Employees are naturally
concerned about the effect that a
proposed merger will have on their
positions.
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Stress starts early on
for the accounting
professional.
Factors arising outside of the CPA
firm that impact the firm can
result in a stressful environment.
The state of the economy, for
example, can affect the stress level
in public accounting. In periods of
inflation, the need arises to increase
fees to meet the increased salaries
and expenses of the CPA firm, but
this is naturally countered by client
dissatisfaction. As a compromise,
CPAs are forced to increase
productivity by spending long
hours on the job or finding other
means of meeting deadlines and
budget restrictions. In periods of
recession, CPA firms may find

their client bases eroding and may
have to resort to those same cost
cutting and time-saving measures
to retain existing clients and to
attract new clients. These stressful
situations can be further intensified
by seasonal pressures such as tax
season or audit deadlines.
Work overload, time pressure,
and rigid accounting standards are
the primary causes of stress in
public accounting; yet most
accountants seem to be rather
adept at facing work overload and
the resulting stress. One
explanation of why accountants
seem well suited to cope with this
type of stressor is that the
accounting profession seems to
attract individuals who possess
what is called a Type A personality.
Type A individuals are
characterized as being harddriving, aggressive, competitive,
and impatient as opposed to the
more laid-back Type B individuals.
Type A individuals may thrive in
the highly competitive environment
of public accounting, but those
same individuals may be the most
susceptible to various stress-related
health problems.
Stress and the Woman CPA

Accepting that public accounting
is a stressful profession, it is
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expected that some situations may
be especially stressful for the
woman CPA. This expectation is
based on the facts that women
biologically develop differently
than men, women are socialized
differently than men, women have
different psychological traits than
men, and women experience
different role demands in the
family, workplace, and society
[Hobfoll, 1986, pp. 4-5].
Women CPAs may experience
stress also because of changed
conditions and entrance into maledominated professions. Changed
conditions refer to the fact that
more women work now than was
the case twenty to thirty years ago,
and professional alternatives have
broadened tremendously. Also, the
entry into male-dominated
professions may be especially
stressful for women, as women may
not have the mentors or the access
to networks available to men. Five
stressors that have the potential for
being especially stressful for
women in public accounting are job
discrimination, cross-gender
relations, career paths, time
pressures, and home versus work.
Job Discrimination

The number of women in the
accounting profession has increased
dramatically in recent years as
approximately fifty percent of all
college accounting graduates in the
last several years have been female.
The profession, however, can still
be considered a male-dominated
profession. This is obvious when
one considers the relative scarcity
of women at the manager or
partner level of most CPA firms.
The question then arises as to the
incidence of sex discrimination in
the profession. A recent study
found that women tended to start at
the same income level as men, but
in succeeding years their annual
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This variety of time
pressures may be the
most prevalent factor
causing people to view
public accounting as a
stressful profession.
incomes were about $4,000 less.
This was true even when the
researchers controlled for work
experience and other variables. In
addition to the disparity in salaries,
women accountants frequently
expressed the feeling that
promotions were not handled fairly,
and women felt more strongly than
men that they had been
discriminated against on the job
[Olson and Frieze, 1986].
Cross-Gender Relations

For many years, men have been
helped to advance in their careers
by the interest and personal
guidance of a mentor. Now, when
women merit this special
professional attention, problems
can arise since upper levels of
management in public accounting
are still dominated by men.
Productive work relationships may
be affected by stereotypes, sexual
attractiveness, and attitudes of co
workers. Cross-gender relations
can be just as stressful when a
woman CPA is the supervisor and
the subordinate is a male. In any
case, a woman CPA in a maledominated profession can expect
stress that would not usually occur
if two males worked together
[Clawson and Kram, 1984].
Career Paths

In public accounting, there are
three general career paths:
auditing, tax, and management

advisory services. Although
auditors feel more overworked than
tax accountants and management
advisory personnel, there seems to
be little difference in the degree of
stress resulting from a choice of one
career path over another [Gaertner
and Ruhe, 1981].
The real difference in stress is at
the position level, where the junior
accountant experiences more stress
than individuals at higher levels in
a firm [Gaertner and Ruhe, 1981].
If a woman CPA fails to receive a
deserved promotion and is required
to remain at a position level for an
excessive amount of time, excess
stress may result.
Time Pressures
Time pressures and time-related
stress are not unique to public
accounting as these pressures are
encountered by most professionals.
However, the CPA seems to
encounter an unusually large
variety of time pressures from
numerous sources. These pressures
include the need to pass the CPA
exam (at a time when it is difficult
enough to meet the demands of a
new job), the need to assimilate new
professional standards and new
technologies, the need to meet tax
deadlines, and the need to complete
audits in a timely manner [Stern,
1984].
This variety of time pressures
may be the most prevalent factor
causing people to view public
accounting as a stressful profession.
While all CPAs experience time
pressures, the woman CPA may be
especially affected because of
unique demands on her time away
from work.
Home Versus Work
It seems logical that if stress
occurs because of an imbalance

between capability and demand, a
person who has demands at both

home and work is going to be under
more stress than one who has little
or no family demands [Foegen,
1984].
Both men and women have
demands on them outside of work.
However, for married workers, the
imbalance will generally be greater
for women as society still envisions
the woman as the spouse who is the
“heart” of the home. A study of
marital and employment strain and
depression among adult women by
Carol Aneshensel concludes that,
“It is not marriage per se or
employment per se that impacts on
a woman’s psychological state, but
the quality of her experiences
within those roles — the extent to
which these roles provide her with
a sense that she is valued and
accepted by others, that she is
satisfactorily meeting the
expectations of others, and that
they are meeting her expectations.
In considering marital and
employment role-strains, it is clear
that the total impact on the
psychological state of the woman is
a function of both sets of roles, and
of her perceived ties to significant
others. Women experiencing strain
in their marriages and in their jobs
are particularly at risk ...”
[Hobfoll, 1986, p.112]. The woman
who must allocate her time among
home, children, and career will
experience a greater
capability/demand gap than those
who do not have these demands
[Hobfoll, 1986, pp. 99-108]. The
CPA exam, overtime, overnight
travel, and seasonal demands thus
become especially stressful.
Stress Reduction Strategies
A number of strategies for

reducing stress are commonly
suggested. These strategies are
divided between individual
strategies and organizational
strategies. The individual
strategies could be further

classified as self-evaluation,
professional training, stress
management, and individual
counseling. Organizational
strategies could be divided into
performance monitoring,
organizational development,
quality assurance and creative
supervision, and employee
assistance [Paine, 1982, p. 20].
Regardless of the strategies chosen,
a logical beginning is to develop an
awareness of the sources of stress
and the available strategies for
dealing with it.
Conclusions

Why public accounting is

considered to be such a stressful
profession should be clearer now.
In some respects, public accounting
is no more stressful than other
professions, but in other respects it
is more stressful. Rigid professional
standards and new technologies,
time pressures resulting from
intense competition and work
deadlines, and barriers along the
career path cause public
accountants to face high
occupational stress.
Accepting the fact that public
accounting is a stressful profession,
it should be clear that there is
greater stress on the woman CPA.
Society has traditionally placed

Stress Reduction Strategies
Individual Strategies
1. Be aware of stressful situations
(read books or articles on
stress)
2. Develop techniques for
monitoring personal levels of
stress
3. Maintain a properly balanced
diet (avoid alcohol and caffeine)
4. Learn a relaxation technique
(yoga, deep breathing, aerobics,
sauna)
5. Practice constructive thinking
6. Exercise regularly (walking,
jogging, racketball, tennis,
golf)
7. Develop interests outside of
work
8. Use spiritual strategies
(prayer, faith, and hope)
9. Discuss stressful situations
with friends, family, and work
associates
10. Practice time management
techniques (goal-setting,
prioritized time budgeting,
delegation of tasks)
11. Simplify tasks by overlearning
12. Consider the priorities in life

Organizational Strategies

1. Hiring practices should
consider personality types
2. Placement practices should
match personality types within
the organization
3. Training programs that
develop skills in interpersonal
relations and consider special
characteristics of cross-gender
relationships should be
sponsored
4. Supervisors should learn to be
sensitive to the needs of
subordinates
5. Open communication should be
encouraged throughout the
entire firm
6. Women employees should be
provided with the opportunity
to identify stressful situations
in the firm
7. Employees should be given
controllable features in their
jobs
8. Initial stress reduction
strategies should be
concentrated at the junior and
manager levels
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greater demands on the time and
talents of women, and women face
a number of stress-causing
situations that are not faced by the
male counterpart.
What can be done to reduce
stress in public accounting?
Perhaps the recognition of the
primary causes of stress is one
means of addressing the problem.
Once it is recognized that excessive
stress exists, it is advisable to
examine various personal and
organizational means of reducing
stress. A reduction of stress will
benefit both the individual
accountant and the CPA firm.
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Some Stressful Situations in Public Accounting
Stressors Related to the Demand/Capability Imbalance
Insufficient background or knowledge (i.e., work is too difficult)
Inability of assigned tasks to maintain interest (i.e., work is not
challenging)
Striving for unattainable goals

Stressors Related to the Public Accounting Environment
Working for a national CPA firm
Working in the auditing department
Being a junior accountant or manager
Variations in work load (i.e., too much work, deadlines, idle time)
Up-or-out proposition of CPA firms (i.e., promotion or termination)
Requirement of passing the CPA examination
Requirement of Continuing Professional Education
Stressors Related to Change
New accounting and auditing standards
Tax law changes
Use of microcomputers and new software
Concern over employer merging with another firm

Stressors Related to Time
Variations in work load
Pressures relating to audit or tax deadlines
Overnight travel
Conflicting time demands
Stressors Related to Gender
Concern over job discrimination
Cross-gender relations
Conflicts between home and work
Time conflicts resulting in unique time demands on the woman
Combination of high-stress marriage and high-stress job

Stressors Related to Other Psychological or Social Situations
Self-inflicted stress (personal fears and anxiety)
Being a Type A personality or working with someone with a different
personality type
Expectations of peers, supervisors, family, and friends
Lack of control over the job or lack of participation in managerial
decisions
Being responsible for the actions of other staff members
Job insecurity and job ambiguity
Career dissatisfaction

